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Re-creating the clan: “Brotherhood” and solidarity at the Masters World Championship Highland 
Games 
 
James Bowness 
 
The Highland Games 
 
This chapter is based on data collected at the 2014 MWC event in Inverness. The 
broader aim of the study was to understand the experiences of Masters athletes 
participating in a sport that challenges common narratives of ageing men and women. In-
depth semi-structured interviews were used with 19 Highland Games Masters athletes in 
the 8 months following the championships. Interviews involved the eclectic combination of 
life history, ethnographic and phenomenological approaches. An ethnographic approach 
was used to comprehend the processes of meaning making and ritual within the Masters 
Highland Games community (Hammersley, 2006). 
 
Participants in the study came from a variety of nations, with many claiming an 
ancestral attachment to the homeland of the Highland Games, Scotland. The migration of 
people from Scotland has been well documented, with emigration within the former British 
empire well known (Devine, 2011, 2012; Fry, 2014). From the 18th century, Scottish related 
associations germinated in Canada, the United States, New Zealand and Australia (Sullivan, 
2014). These associations give individuals the space to learn about their heritage (Leith and 
Sim, 2016) and perform an ethno-national culture (Edensor, 2002). These associations host 
an array of Scottish or Highland activities that aim to protect and reproduce a cultural 
identity. Sport plays an important role in these associations. Whilst a variety of sports have 
been used to maintain an affiliation to Scotland (Bairner and Whigham, 2014), the Highland 
Games is at the forefront of diasporic sporting celebrations. 
 
The Highland Games are a series of popular community events that take place in 
multiple nations around the world, whilst remaining synonymous with the northern 
Highland region of Scotland. The Games involve multiple sporting events including Highland 
dancing, track and field and heavy athletics – the latter of which includes the iconic 
discipline of caber tossing. The history of the games is contested, but the accounts of Jarvie 
(1989) and Webster (2011) both point to the 11th century as the birthplace of the event. 
Fast forward almost a millennium and in 2018 there are 64 scheduled events to be held 
between May and September in Scotland (Scottish Highland Games Association, 2018). 
Across the Atlantic, a North American Highland Games scene contrasts substantially with 
the games held in Scotland (Jarvie, 2005). Further afield the Highland Games also take place 
in both Australia and New Zealand. A few non-English speaking nations also hold 
contemporary Highland Games (see for example the Zederik Games held in the 
Netherlands). However, the nation’s most often associated with the migration of Scottish 
people (Canada, USA, Australia and New Zealand) all developed Highland Games during the 
18th to 20th centuries (Brewster et al., 2009). 
 
Many nations have adapted the rules of heavy athletics at the Highland Games. For 
example, in Germany the sport is played as a team event consisting of teams that represent 
corporations or public houses (Hesse, 2014). Furthermore, the US Games sees athletes 
compete over multiple events to achieve an overall standing. In Scotland an athlete only 
competes in  individual events. As such a fragmented culture exists around the games, with 
each nation having their own context to the Games. Jarvie (2005) suggests that the North 
American Games retain a romanticised notion of Scotland, whilst Hesse (2014) notes the 
games corporate collegiality. As many of these events are often planned by organisations 
devoted to maintaining Scottish/Highland identity, it would not be illogical to assume that 
those taking part in such activities have some personal link to Scotland. Sullivan (2014) 
found that the majority of those involved with Scottish associations in Canada, New Zealand 
and Australia knew their exact genealogical link to Scotland. Sullivan (2014) also notes that 
these Scottish cultural organisations were often exclusionary of those without   Scottish 
heritage. The contemporary formation of these associations is now more inclusive and 
allows membership for those who wish to advance Scottish culture regardless of actual 
blood links (Sullivan, 2014). The transnational participation in Highland Games has 
developed alongside a new inclusivity within the Caledonian societies that wish to retain 
Scottish culture. Scottish cultural celebrations and sport are therefore consumed by more 
than simply the Scottish diaspora. Joining those without genealogical links to Scotland, are 
Masters athletes. This 21st century phenomenon involves the continuation or beginning of a 
career in the Games for those over 40 years of age.  
 
NEEDS A BRIEF LINK NOW TO MASTERS 
 
Masters Sport and the Games 
Aside from the influx of a range of nationalities, the Games have also had a 
demographic shift in those who participate. Traditionally young men have taken part in the 
heavy athletics and young women in Highland dancing. However, the last two decades have 
seen men and women continue their participation beyond the age of 40 and in the process, 
form a new competition space for Masters athletes. The first Masters World Championship 
(MWC) event was held in Arkansas, USA (2001) and a championship has been held every 
year since. As of 2017, 12 editions had been held in the US, 3 in Scotland and 1 each in 
Canada and Iceland (Scottish Masters, 2018). In 2018 the competition is to be held in 
Stuttgart, Germany (Scottish Masters, 2018). The competition is open to men and women 
over the age of 40 and the competition format follows a North American figuration which 
includes 8 heavy athletic events and an overall standing. MWC competition takes place 
across different age groups and for the men, weight categories are also used to provide 
more equitable competition for those athletes under 200lbs (90kg). The MWC’s bring 
together people from a variety of countries, many of which are not associated with a 
Scottish diaspora. There are no criteria for participation other than age.  
Experience within the Games varied, with the most experienced having competed 
for over a decade whilst the least experienced had only joined 2 years prior to interviewing. 
Many of the athletes had only been involved with the sport as Masters athletes. This is 
unique for Masters athletes, who tend to be what Dionigi (2015, p.54) refers to as 
“continuers” – those who have played a sport continuously throughout their lives. The 
socio-economic status of participants was, in general, high. Most participants had college 
educations and skilled secure work. These participants had the financial capital to partake in 
transatlantic travel for themselves and often their families. There were a few notable 
exceptions, with one participant having her trip sponsored by various parties in her local 
community.  
 
Not all members of the community claim Scottish identities. This chapter will 
therefore consider how solidarity as Masters athletes undermines a serious concern with 
legitimate claims to national identity and in many ways contests the notion of place when 
looking at events. Whilst many athletes do feel a strong attachment to place and nation, 
there was a strong rejection of an exclusionary nationalism that would outcast those with 
no Scottish heritage. Instead a national identity more associated with civic nationalism 
underpins a group solidarity often verbalised through the idea of a “brotherhood”. This 
chapter will first describe the national identities of these Highland Gamers before detailing 
the importance of community and solidarity. Running throughout this chapter is an inherent 
link to space, place and events, for this transnational community takes place in places of 
diasporic importance and in virtual space.  
 
 
 
Feelings of Scottishness 
Despite no participants being born in Scotland, and only one participant residing in 
the nation, most identified themselves with Scotland. A range of associations existed, with 
some taking great pride in having some genetic link to Scotland and others giving it very 
little importance. To find out about their pasts, many had undertaken genealogical research 
to discover previous generations who had been a part of Scottish society before emigration. 
Basu (2007, p.37) refers to this phenomenon as “heritage tourism”, a process that has 
become more accessible with the expansion of the internet and the increased mobility 
associated with globalisation generally (Blain, 2014). The age of many Masters athletes 
aligns with research that has examined the age groups most disposed to complete 
genealogical research (Basu, 2007). In the life histories of many participants it was clear that 
their genealogical research had either led them to the Games or at least changed the 
meaning of their participation:  
 
It’s made it more fun because it’s actually been able to. It’s got me more 
interested in the genealogy cause when I first started throwing I wanted to make 
sure I would wear the proper tartan and represent the right clan so I started 
digging back with the help of my sister to see what we could find and that’s it. 
(Hazel, 56, F) 
 
Honestly, I had never been 'proud' of being Scottish until I got to researching 
behind the scenes knowledge of kilts and things. I became proud, almost like a 
rebel. I look the part, also. My dad even did DNA to determine if we were indeed 
MacGregors instead of MacFarlanes. Due to the family tree, it was thought that 
we were what's called 'Hidden MacGregors'. As it turns out, we are not. We are 
MacFarlanes (my maiden name is McFarland). I love History now and when I was 
younger I did not. Now, I care and want to pass that knowledge to my children. 
(Jane 45, F) 
 
The discovery of “roots” was more than just new information. For some their 
validated Scottish identity lead to the occasional performance of “symbolic ethnicity” (Gans, 
1979), an ethnicity that Leith and Sim (2016, p.2654) define as “a nostalgic allegiance to an 
ancestral homeland”. The results of genealogical research led to the increasing value of 
places in Scotland. This allegiance was often directed towards a nation that many athletes 
were visiting for the first time. The Highlands were sometimes framed as a lost homeland, a 
concept present amongst many diasporas (Anwar, 1979; Safran, 1991). Whilst these were 
individual ideas, their content refers to a collective group of people. Genealogical research is 
therefore more than an individual practice as it brings along a host of familial links and 
significant others that construct a more legitimate sense of self based around a variety of 
places. This ‘collective memory’ draws upon “the aid of material traces, rites, texts and 
traditions left behind” (Halbwachs, 1992, p.175). Using the emigration of previous 
generations, Scotland was understood to transcend simply existing in a space, but instead 
took the form of an emotion, a character or an idea. Two examples of the mythical 
reconstruction of Scotland, and being Scottish, are highlighted in the following quotes: 
 
Yes Yes. And like I say, I tell everybody err Scotland is not a place it’s a feeling of 
the heart, you know you might be 5000 miles away from it but the feeling is still 
there, and like I say to people who wanted to come to Inverness to walk down 
the river Ness and you know hopefully see nessy you know it’s a dream they’ve 
had all their lives since they were little. (Edward, 75, M) 
 
Any time that my wife and I come back here, we goes places that I’ve never been 
before and I feel – it’s that whole Deja-vu that you feel, you’ve been there 
before- just coming here where we were staying, I went down to help some 
people who were bogged down, and they ended up getting taken down by the 
tow truck- my phone died, I had no directions how to get there, just my internal 
senses said nope you’re going the right way and ended up getting there just a 
short time after the people who had a map and knew how to get there. It’s just 
one of those things, it’s an innate sense to me. (Glen, 47, M) 
 
Whilst both athletes were born and resided in the US, their Scottishness of was great 
importance to them. It was also interesting to note a stratification of places as more 
important in the re-imagining of Scotland. Most of the Scottish population lives in the 
central belt, consisting of the two major cities of Edinburgh and Glasgow. Yet these places 
were only referred to as airport destinations that were spaces passed through on route to 
the Highlands and islands. Scotland, in the consciousness of many, was imagined specifically 
as the Highlands. The romanticism of these areas has been covered elsewhere (see Hughes, 
1992; Macdonald, 1998; Gold and Gold, 1995; Basu, 2007), but it is nevertheless interesting 
to note how certain locations were given heightened importance. Inverness, as the place in 
which the MWC’s took place, was associated with a mythical past. The idea of which had 
been passed down generations within the diasporic community: 
 
We really care about Scottish culture and being removed from it. I guess when 
you are born and it’s all around you and you tend to take it for granted, where 
we are over there like for all the people who come over except for a few of us, 
Inverness was just a story book place they had read about and it was on the to do 
list, something we got go to someday (my emphasis). This event caused them to 
move it up to the front of the list, they started raising money to come and we 
got a bus load of them. (Edward, 75, M) 
 
The ideas presented above are complimented by a specific tourist strategy aimed to 
exploit and reproduce meanings of Scottishness. The MWC’s have been held in Inverness 
three times, with two occurring within a “homecoming” year. The year of “homecoming” is 
a Scottish Government backed tourist strategy that aims to entice members of the diasporic 
population back to their “homeland” (Leith and Sim, 2014). The Scottish Government’s 
(2010) “Disasporic Engagement Plan” details homecoming years as a celebration of 
Scotland’s people, descendants and culture. The 2014 MWC’s sat alongside the Ryder Cup 
and Commonwealth Games as sporting events incorporated into the homecoming strategy 
(Harris and Skillen, 2016). The tourist strategy that is used to encourage transnational 
tourism relies upon kitsch imagery of Scotland that highlights the invented traditions of the 
Highlands (Trevor-Roper, 1983). The 2014 MWC’s were themselves situated in a weekend of 
traditional celebrations based in and around Inverness. This included a “parade of the 
Clans”, a shinty cup final and a Highland Clan exhibition. The MWC’s therefore make up a 
wide range of activities that reproduce a particular notion of what Scotland and its culture 
is. 
So far I have explored some of the examples of those Highland athletes who strongly 
identify as being Scottish via heritage. Yet many were aware of their lack of heritage. Within 
those who had no heritage claim to Scottishness, two relations to the Highlands and its 
culture existed. First there were individuals who had a strong cultural attachment to the 
nation and exhibited what Kiely et al., (2005) refer to as a claim to Scottishness based on 
“belonging”. The second includes those individuals who do not claim any link to Scottishness 
and have subjective meanings about their participation that have no link to Scottish national 
identity. Being born outside of Scotland and having no familial link to the nation meant that 
claims to Scottishness were based on an individual’s chosen attachment to a national 
culture and space. This sense of cultural attachment led Brad (45, M) to move to Scotland to 
maintain the culture he had come to love: 
 
I was a master film technician for 18 years. Film industry dried up my partner 
said what do you want to be when you grow up. I said I want to do Highland 
Games full time. That’s what I wanna do I want to run organise and get things 
moving forward for the Highland Games if it be it on a junior level an open level 
a Masters level I want to do every aspect of it because I think it’s important to 
maintain this cultural icon which came from the Highlands of Scotland it’s a very 
very small unique area in a small country on a big globe and why is it that all of a 
sudden we have this tiny little section of Scotland has become very popular 
worldwide literally worldwide has maintained this idea of tossing weights cabers 
hammers and things like that, so my theory was it feeds a niche there is a niche 
for everything, this was feeding the niche for people like myself that needed 
something 
 
Others also undermined the importance that blood claims to Scottishness had 
amongst the community. Some participants engaged in the sport as it provided competitive 
opportunities that Masters track and field was seen to be lacking. Others had transferred 
from other sports and had no heritage link. However, if desired, athletes could still engage 
in the Highland rituals. The inclusive nature of some Clan societies was one way in which 
those without heritage could still perform Scottishness as the following comments show:  
 
No, I don't think heritage is important in my life. Certainly, those of Celtic 
heritage take another level of pride when competing, especially if they wear 
their clan tartan. I was ‘adopted’ by Clan Claus, and wear their badge on my kilt. 
When competing in Canada, the issue of being a Canadian or American comes up 
frequently (jokingly) during Games There was a large regional Games where the 
AD added a ‘clan’ award to the athlete that most represented their clan. Athletes 
without a clan could ask a clan to ‘adopt’ them, and then you would be that 
clan's champion. A female HG athlete and I approached the tent of Clan Claus, 
mostly because they seem super nice and everybody dresses like Santa and Mrs 
Claus. They jumped at the chance, and have invited us to their Burns Dinner, 
they ask about our competitions and they always cheer for us if they see us at a 
Games. They are very nice. It's a very sweet way to add another dimension on to 
the Games, and I wear my clan badge patch proudly on my kilt. (Barry, 47, M) 
 
As far as heritage goes, I've been asked that question several times by 
newspaper and television reporters. My answer to that question is always, "on 
game day, we are all Scottish no matter what your authentic background may be 
whether Irish, Scottish, Dutch, African American, etc, etc, etc." (Jacob, M, 49) 
 
Both accounts demonstrate that these individuals feel welcomed into their sporting 
community, relegating the need for claims to Scottishness. This community was therefore 
more inclusive than some of the Scottish cultural associations that Sullivan (2014) identified 
as historically being strict with regards to membership. 
 
The “Brotherhood” 
The Highland Games Masters community was always represented in a positive way. 
The amalgamation of athletes from across the world brought together people from 14 
nations and 4 continents at the MWC’s 2014. Most athletes came from North America, but 
individuals also came from Australia and Japan. Many Highland athletes kept in contact via 
social media, but the MWC event was the only occasion when athletes from across North 
America and Europe could meet in person and compete alongside each other. The new and 
old friendships that had blossomed and developed within the Games community aided 
continued participation, especially for those who had accepted the realities of ageing and 
were less interested in the performance aspect of their sporting involvement. The 
community feel was important. This group solidarity was presented by participants as a 
“brotherhood”, with one example coming from Sam (40, M): 
 
Oh I mean I hope to still be doing it at 80 years old like some of these, you know 
those two guys who are throwing today, I really hope I’ll still be able to do it and all 
that other stuff even if I don’t throw I can see myself coming and hanging out, you 
know a lot of times it’s not the competition you know with these other guys, we will 
come and hang out and it’s like a brotherhood.… 
 
Hanging out often involved jokes and humour, which were a key component of the social 
experience of the Games. One term that was frequently used to describe this social pull of 
the Games was “comradery”, a term used by many to emphasis the jovial relations between 
competitors. Attending the Games was as much about having fun socially as performing well 
physically. Athletes would often make jokes about their own injuries and the ongoing 
physical problems of others, but always within accepted parameters. Making fun of each 
other’s ageing bodies was a way of being ironic in the face of stereotypes around ageing. 
This idea is best explained by the following participants: 
 
As I previously stated, I started as a Master in the games. The running joke when 
we, masters, get together it is like, "what do you have going on?" Me: "I got a 
knee and wrist." The other guy: "I have an ankle and shoulder." Different guy: 
"Pinched nerve in my neck and turf toe." It doesn't always go like that, but we're 
pretty much hurting somewhere most of the time. Guys never have a problem 
telling you what hurts especially if they have a bad toss. (Trevor, 49, M) 
 
Just this past weekend, there were three of us sharing my tent for a little break 
from the sunshine and we referred to it as the wall for the supple hippos (kind of 
joke based off of the currently popular Supple Leopard mobility book). There are 
very few of us that could pose on a bodybuilding magazine and we all know it. So 
we poke fun at one another in jest and we laugh. Laughter is what keeps us 
going through the long day of throwing. (Jacob, 49, M) 
 
Whilst the use of humour was a tool to downplay the pain and injuries of Masters athletes, 
there was still a more serious side to the comradery of athletes. If athletes were to be 
seriously injured then it was suggested that everyone would chip in to help. During the 
2014’s MWC’s an athlete was involved with a minor car crash on route to the competition. 
Fellow athletes drove out to the stranded athlete, returned her to the Games field and 
aided her in any way possible between attempts at the Caber toss. Help came from fellow 
competitors who provided medication, strapping and a seat between attempts. This 
attitude is of communal solidarity is exemplified by Glen who describes how Masters 
athletes prioritize the wellbeing of competitors above the competition itself: 
 
We have a thrower, he was inducted into the Hall of Fame last year, he has 
leukaemia most people with leukaemia kind of give up, he is still here competing 
and has actually gotten bigger and stronger and because that’s our nature, we 
don’t let, we power through injuries and everything and other things like that we 
tend to look at it like it’s just another challenge, it’s not an obstacle it’s not a 
problem it’s just another challenge that keeps us going mentally and physically 
and then because of that comradery even if someone is even almost your 
nemesis of you competing at times, like I said you never want to win because of 
that so you’re still there cheering for that person (my emphasis) (Glen, 47, M) 
 
Another key aspect of the group’s solidarity was the way in which children were 
incorporated into the space. The family inclusive nature of the sport aided these Masters 
athletes in continuing (or starting) their sporting careers. Caring responsibilities were taken 
care of by other non-competing members of the community and the event was generally 
seen as family friendly. This removed a significant barrier for those athletes with young 
children. Jacob (49, M), a father of two, highlights the role of family inclusivity in his 
perception of the community: 
 
Besides the competition with one another there is the personal completion to 
constantly progress and get a new PR (personal record). The comradery the 
competition, the joking and laughing coupled with being outdoors is in my 
opinion the perfect combination for a family-friendly weekend activity (my 
emphasis). I have friends who bring their kids to play with other athletes' 
children and it’s a great way for the kids to socialize and met other children from 
all over the world. 
 
The Games playing field is therefore more than simply a competition space. It is an area for 
international social relations, comradery, family days out and a shared subjectivity of being 
a Masters athlete. This chapter has so far explored the varying attachments to a Scottish 
identity and the group solidarity displayed amongst the Games community. This final 
section will examine the ways in which different ethnicities and nationalities fit into the 
group and explore how the Highland Games of the 21st century is more inclusive than the 
Scottish diasporic events and associations of previous centuries (Sullivan, 2014). 
 
A civic nationalist community 
The previous section has detailed some of the positive aspects of the Highland 
Games Masters community. The “brotherhood” and group solidarity in general was also 
inclusive of both women and ethnic minorities. This liberal approach to the participation of 
a Scottish tradition is something that Hazel (56, F) remarks upon: 
 
Oh, I think a lot of it is the, for me the comradery on the field. It’s not a kind of a 
cut-throat type of competition everybody helps everybody get better and I think 
that draws quite a lot of athletes in regardless of the nationality or culture, they 
enjoy the actual sport of it. 
 
For Hazel, the Games community was about group inclusivity and everyone helping each 
other regardless of national/cultural background. There is also the suggestion that Masters 
sport is less competitive and therefore more inclusive and attractive. Getting involved in the 
Games was therefore repositioned as having a separate logic than that of those wanting to 
use the Games as a performance of national identity (Edensor, 2002). Nevertheless, 
perceived differences of nationality were still present, and the groups comradery was 
necessary to overcome apparently obvious differences. National stereotypes (outside of 
Scotland’s) were also used to find a shared interest that would cut across geographical 
boundaries. For example, Glen (47, M) discusses how US and German competitors share 
specific personality traits: 
 
It’s that kind of thing, but the Americans a) the Americans and the Germans love 
competitions and even though we can be you know ultra-competitive at the end 
of the day I think a lot of them strive and really long for the comradery and this is 
one of the few sports like I said where you have that really intense competition 
yet just as strong comradery and it’s one of those sports that you can get back, 
and because of that, so I think that’s why you have such strong US contingent  
 
As with Hazel, Glen appears to identify essential differences based on nationality, whilst also 
suggesting that shared traits induce a sense of comradery that brings the group together. 
Aside from the belief in shared personality traits, the ways in which athletes present 
themselves also side-lines ethnic or national differences. The verbalisation of a 
“brotherhood” was therefore recast as a transnational community of people who shared 
interests and dispositions. The careful negotiation of accepting others, whilst acknowledging 
seemingly objective differences, is present in Patrick’s (46, M) conceptualisation of the 
community: 
 
this is our Celtic, even if these people have no Celtic blood at all, like Kengo, he 
has no Celtic blood, he is Japanese, but he is part of our Highland athletic family, 
(my emphasis) and I will always respect him for that as a friend and as a 
competitor so if anything were to ever happen to him, and speak of the devil 
here goes, you know we always would remember the good times we’ve had with 
that person 
 
This somewhat contradictory process of both identifying difference and promoting 
inclusivity can be explained through the idea of nationalism being Janus-faced (Nairn 1990, 
1997). With regards to the modern formations of nationalism, the modern Janus represents 
the ways in which nationalistic thinking incorporates both a backward looking ethnic 
nationalism and a forward-orientated civic multiculturalism. The relegation of birth and 
blood ties to Scotland means that the Masters community instead rewards participation 
that can be thought of as an act of belonging (Kiely et al., 2005). This can be understood 
through the term civic nationalism. The Scottish national identity described in this chapter is 
shared amongst people who share a place (the Games field), rather than people who are 
from the same tribe or clan (McCrone, 2017). This constitutes what I see as a re-creation of 
the clan, a group of people brought together by a shared interest and a shared place. 
 
Conclusion 
This chapter has explored the different attachments to Scottish identity and its 
relevance to the communities of people who take part. Place and space has importance but 
in different ways. The Highlands of Scotland and Inverness have unique meanings for those 
who place great importance on Scottish identity. For others the event space itself is an area 
for an inclusive community that is verbalised through the concepts of comradery and 
brotherhood. Whilst this intersubjective experience of comradeship was positioned as 
unique to the Games, other research has also found such feelings within older players of 
Basketball (McNelly, 2001). It could be assumed that this drive towards sociability over 
performance was a specific trait within Masters sport, yet the same process of shifting focus 
away from performance has also been found amongst elite athletes (Carless and Douglas, 
2013). Nevertheless, this chapter has highlighted the vagaries of the Highland Games 
Masters community and its relation to place, space and national identities. 
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